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ARCHITONE•ICS: THE MUSIC
OF ARCHITECTURE
Music as an entry point for understanding architectural design
► DEBORAH OAKLEY, M.ARCH, AIA, PE // ARCHITECTURE & MUSIC
► DIEGO VEGA, DMA // MUSIC

Some composers create graphic depictions of musical
dynamics. For instance composer Eric Whitacre
has written ”I paint and build the emotional journey of
the piece that I want the performers and the listeners to
go on, usually before I’ve written a note of music”

Non musicians can quickly grasp the essential structural
concepts in music expressed as only tonic relationships.
No need to memorize scales, just “every other note”
aside from 3-4 and 7-1. Most of all popular music
melody and harmony can be described by this diagram.

► PROJECT DESCRIPTION
Architecture and Music share many fundamental concepts in common. German polymath
Goethe famously described architecture as “frozen music.” Numerous renowned architects,
including Frank Lloyd Wright and Louis Kahn among others, were also accomplished musicians
and wrote of the connections between the two disciplines. A particularly noteworthy example of
overlapping and crossing boundaries is the Greco-French composer Iannas Xenakis. Regarded as
an influential figure in late 20th century avant-garde music, his first education and occupation,
was actually as a structural engineer for famed architect LeCorbusier. He later practiced
architecture himself before focusing on music composition, for which he is better known.
From the first scribbles and improvisations that give way to an initial idea, to the sources of
inspiration, influences, and techniques that are part of the background and training of architects
and composers, there are many parallels between architectural design and music composition.
Even though one of them is visual and spatial and the other is an acoustic phenomenon that
evolves throughout time, the analogies and translations between them are illuminating about
human nature and the development of art and design. Listening in music is akin to seeing in
architecture. Both are organized in formal structures and employ much of the same language
such as composition, order, hierarchy, balance, dynamics and so on.
Design for a concert pavilion exploring repetition of self-similar forms by students Shannon Hutchins (physical
model, above) and Heather Fetcho (rendering, below)

A third-year architecture studio has been exploring this disciplinary interrelationship as a
springboard for architectural design. Nicknamed “ArchiTone•ics” it is an ongoing collaboration
between professors Deborah Oakley in the School of Architecture and Diego Vega in the School
of Music that has brought music more closely into the architectural design studio.
Assuming no background in music, the half-semester project begins with an introduction to the
essential components of music through sonic relationships. Structures in music can be explored
at a fundamental level available to all without deep study of music theory. The major scale is
shown to be a “found thing” based on natural harmonic vibrations, and that the vast majority
of popular music can be defined by essential relationships. Students experience the analysis
of structures in popular music as a conceptual framework for understanding similar principles
in architectural design. They quickly learn to perceive the key note of many compositions by
listening for fit to the major scale, then create interpretations of melodic sound in visual graphics,

Pedagogic
concepts
and student
work from the
ArchiTone•ics
Studio. The
current semester
has explored
musical/
architectural
relationships in
the design of
a hypothetical
small concert
pavilion located
in a regional park.

Graphic study of
song “My Girl” by The
Temptations, visually
expressing interpreted
melodic structural
relations by student
McKenzie Leishmann

► ABOUT THE COLLABORATORS
Deborah Oakley is an associate professor at the School of Architecture at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, and
coordinator of the school’s undergraduate architecture program. With practice experience and professional licensure
in both architecture and civil /structural engineering, she teaches classes on building structural systems and third year
design studios. Her scholarship focus is discipline-based education research, helping foster best teaching practices in
architectural building structures education.
She is the co-founder and past president of the Building Technology Educators’ Society, and co-author of the 4th
edition of Salvadori’s Structure in Architecture. In her extracurricular activities she is an aspiring amateur musician.
Diego Vega’s music has been performed in some of the most important concert halls in the United States, Europe and
Latin America by ensembles such as the Cuarteto Latinoamericano, Eighth Blackbird, Soli Chamber Ensemble, the
Colombian National Symphony, the Bogotá Philharmonic, the Norwegian Radio Orchestra, the Moravian Symphony, the
Maîtrise de Notre-Dame de Paris, and internationally acclaimed soloists and chamber groups.
Vega holds degrees from Universidad Javeriana (BM) in Bogota, Colombia, University of Cincinnati College Conservatory
of Music (MM) and Cornell University (DMA) and currently is associate professor of music at the UNLV School of Music.
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A class discussion with Diego Vega highlighted commonalities not only between the formal
structures of music and architecture, but in the compositional processes so similar to both. The
subsequent architectural design project is less about the direct translation of a piece of music
into architecture than it is about deepening an understanding of principles in architecture through
analogy with music. Examples of work from these studies are presented here.
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